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Introduction: Modern Arab-Islamic Scholarship on
Ethics
A Reflective Contextualization

Mohammed Hashas andMutaz al-Khatib

The questionwhether there are theories in Islamic ethics1 does not differmuch
from the similar questionwhether there is an Islamicphilosophy.This issuewas
first raised by some 18th and 19th century European Orientalists—à la Johann
Jakob Brucker (1696–1770),WilhelmGottlieb Tennemann (1761–1819), and Ern-
est Renan (1823–1892) (ʿAbd al-Rāziq [1944] 2011, 8)—and has been revisited by
a number of ongoing studies, particularly since themodern edition and public-
ation of various manuscripts originally written in the classical period (before
the 19th century) by various Muslim and non-Muslim scholars in and from
different Islamic contexts—the Arabic, Persian, Ottoman, Indian and Malay
contexts—where philosophy did not die out as a discipline, as the claim has
gone for some good time (El-Rouayheb and Schmidtke 2017, 1–7). A review of
classicalQurʾanic exegeses shows that neither the exegets havebeen concerned
with building theories of ethics based on the Qurʾan (al-Khaṭīb 2017), nor have
Muslim scholars in general, even though the sacred text is all about ethics (Rah-
man 1982, 154–155). It was the challenge of modernity that required revisiting
the Islamic tradition in search of Islamic philosophy, or Arab(ic) philosophy
as some prefer to call it (Ṣalībā 1989, 9–11). The avant-guardist thinkers of the
so-called Arab-Islamic nahḍa (awakening or renaissance) of the 19th century,
like Rifaʿa Rafiʿ al-Tahtawi (1801–1873), Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838–1897) and
Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905), did not deal with this question of ethics as
contemporary scholars do. Intead, they focalized the question of reason and
rationality at the time. The colonial context did not help them to developmod-
ern theories of ethics, nor to delve into the vast heritage of the tradition to find
ethical starting points fromwhere to build and inspire ethical responses to the
challenges of modern times. However, new arguments to consider the Qurʾan
to be a philosophical and ethical text have emerged from themid-20th century

1 We refer to ethics in both singular and plural forms, following the Arabic use: khuluq (sing.)
and akhlāq (pl.). In Arabic, ethics are often in plural formwhen the concept and norms are in
focus, and in singular form when the “character” of someone is described. We also note that
we do not engage here into differentiating between “ethics” and “morality”; “ethics” as used
here refer(s) to both internal and external source(s) of ethical conduct.
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onwards (Rashwānī 2017), most particularly in the Arab world. Efforts in this
direction inWestern scholarship have been meager, as argued Majid Fakhry in
1970, but attempts are being made increasingly (Fakhry [1970] 2004, ix; ʿAṭiyya
1990, j-d).
A scrutiny of the literature written in English on Arab(ic)-Islamic philo-

sophy for instance shows how scarce focused scholarship on Islamic ethics has
been until recently. Up to this point the literature is dominated by the his-
tory of ideas, while more focused studies are still missing. Examples of such
a trend are the works of Henry Corbin (1962), MontgomeryWatt ([1962] 1985),
SeyyedHosseinNasr (2006),Majid Fakhry ([1970] 2004), Oliver Leaman ([1985]
2004), Hans Daiber (1999; 2007), Mohammad Ali Khalidi (2005), Jon McGin-
nis and David C. Reisman (2007), Massimo Campanini (2008), Anna-Teresa
Tymieniecka and Nazif Muhtaroglu (2010), Roy Jackson (2014), Peter Adamson
(2015), Anthony Robert Booth (2017), and Souleymane Bachir Diagne (2018).2
The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy (2006), The Oxford Handbook
of Islamic Philosophy (2017), The Routledge Companion to Islamic Philosophy
(2016), are not an exception too, though chapters devoted to “ethics and polit-
ics” or “ethics and political philosophy” could be found in Routledge and Cam-
bridge Companions, or in Adams’s and Booth’s work.
This form of dealing with Islamic scholarship in general may have had two

main reasons. First, European Orientalist views—à la Renan—dominated the
18th and 19th century scholarship on Arab-Islamic thought. The idea was that
Arab-Islamic philosophy was merely a transmission and translation of Greek
philosophy. Itwas examinedwith “Greek lenses” ormodernEuropeanperspect-
ives, instead of seeking its originality in sciences not related to Greek thought,
logic and ethics in particular, like theology (ʿilmal-kalām), jurisprudence theor-
ies ( fiqh and uṣūl al-fiqh), and Sufism (taṣawwuf ). The assumption underlying
this typeof scholarship is thatArab-Islamic philosophyneeds to theorize ethics
philosophically first, before or instead of focalizing applied ethics, a topic with
which literature in the tradition abounds. This assumption clearly neglects or
disregards the fact that Arabs and Muslims had sacred texts to take into con-
sideration, i.e. the Qurʾan and the Prophetic sayings, which the Greeks did not
have. It is quite obvious that a religious community will look first at its sac-
red text for ethical teachings and behaviour. This explains why the dominant
typology of ethics was derived from the Qurʾan and the Sunna first, besides lit-
erature and popular teachings of the Arabs themselves and of other cultures
(Persian and Indian in particular). Such type of works on tahdhīb al-akhlāq or

2 Oliver Leaman and Massimo Campanini have, however, directed their attention to reading
the Qur’an as a philosophical text, and to the issue of morality, as will be referred to later in
this introduction.
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tahdhīb al-nufūs [betterment of conduct/ethics, or betterment of souls] can
be traced to Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ (d. c. 139/759), al-Muḥāsibī (d. 243/857), al-Jāḥiz
(d. 255/868), Ibn Abī al-Dunyā (d. 281/894), al-Ṭabarānī (d. 360/918), Abū al-
Ḥasan al-Māwardī (d. 450/1058), IbnḤazmal-Andalusī (d. 456/1064), al-Rāghib
al-Iṣfahānī (d. 422/1108), Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1200), among others. Focus on this
dominant typology of ethical literature leaves aside other disciplines which
aremore systematic in the tradition, like legal theories, philosophical treatises,
theological or Sufi arguments. A scrutiny of the vast corpus of literature of these
disciplines shows that ethics have always been present, sometimes even at the
center, of thought and intellectual production, either as chapters in certain ref-
erence works, or as an implicit worldview of Islam and Sharia, without which
thought andwork (ʿamal, i.e. practice/praxis) are considered imperfect or inac-
ceptable. It is in this sense that scholars like Toshihiko Izutsu (1966), andWael
B. Hallaq (2013; 2019), among others, consider Sharia ethics as a worldview that
characterizes classical Islamic thought, and not understanding it in this way
does immeasurable harm to the objectives of Sharia. It is in these disciplines
that various approaches of Islamic ethics could be decoded and examined (al-
Ṭawīl 1952, 256–387; Qābīl 1984, 7–11; ʿAṭiyya 1990, j-d).
The second reason why scholarship has neglected to focus on Islamic eth-

ics has to do with historical circumstances and the episteme that influences
thought. Ethics has become an important modern discipline of study, grow-
ing more and more interdisciplinary in the secularized contexts of Europe.
This is not to say that the Arab-Islamic context did not witness debates on
ethics in classical periods, based on reason alone, or primarily on reason.
The case of the Muʿtazilīs is more than convincing to prove that even a reli-
giously dominated context could bring about rational tendencies, and bring
forth rational ethicist literary and theological figures like Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ, al-
Maʿarrī (d. 449/1058), Abū Bakr b. Zakariyyā al-Rāzī (d. c. 313/925) and Ibn
al-Rāwandī (d. c. 298/911)—evidently without stating that other theological
tendencies and figures are irrational or less rational. Themain argument here is
that the importance ethics has gained as an independent and interdisciplinary
philosophical field has to do with themodernity paradigm, and with the weak-
ening of the classical dominant religious worldview that used to govern the
entire society. While experiencing and debating modernity which challenges
the worldview of religion, the Arab-Islamic world too is shedding new light on
this vital intellectual and practical discipline of ethics, and is doing so from
various angles and tendencies. Below we refer to some prominent examples
of scholarship on Islamic ethics in both English and Arabic, without claiming
that these references are exhaustive for all the major texts written in these lan-
guages, let alone the other languages of Muslimmajority contexts, like Persian,
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Turkish, Urdu, andMalay. The examples inArabic focalize the Egyptian context
not only because of its productivity on the topic especially in the first part of the
20th century, but also because it draws a picture of the diversity of approaches
on the question of ethics in the age of encountering modernity and debating
ways of reform and renewal. We will also briefly discuss Maghrebi examples
subsequently. As to the examples written in English, they are from the 1950s
onwards, also a period of intellectual search for ways of reading the sacred text
based on ethical concepts.
In this introduction, we refer to two major types of scholarship on ethics

in the Islamic tradition: one examines the sacred text of the Qurʾan, and thus
belongs to what we could refer to as “Qurʾanic ethical system/thought” schol-
arly tendency, and the other examines “Islamic ethical thought” in the tradition
at large, like in legal theory, theology, philosophy, and Sufism, andnot limited to
the Qurʾan. In the English literature we refer to, the works of Daud Rahbar and
Salih al-Shamma belong to the first category, while the works of Majid Fakhry,
George Hourani, Mariam al-Attar, and Amyn B. Sayoo, to name these among
others, belong to the second. General notes on these works will be given below,
before a similar distinction is adopted to discuss Arabic literature on the topic,
mainly in Egypt in the 20th century, before reaching themain topic of the stud-
ied context and the project of the “trusteeship paradigm.”
We start with the Pakistani international scholar Daud Rahbar (1926–2013),

who revisits the ethical message of the Qurʾan in his PhD dissertation pre-
pared at Cambridge University (1949–1953) and published in 1960. In the work
entitled God of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Qurʾan, he argues
that justice, God’s justice, prevails over His mercy and that the Qurʾan’s ethical
call stems from this cardinal message of justice. It is “God’s Strict Justice” that
instils in the believer’s conscience a sense of fear of being overlooked by God’s
justice andmercy, insteadof fear of God theCapriciousTyrant, as has been clas-
sically interpreted to be one of God’s Ninety-Nine attributes or God’s Beautiful
Names (Rahbar 1960, xiii; Rashwānī 2017, 169–170). Rahbar also revisists theolo-
gical concepts that are dominantly abstract, like the attributes of Essence and
Absolute, to emphasise the direct relation between God and man, as a way of
bringing to the fore the concept and value of justice that human beings need
and cherish (Rahbar 1960, xv). Samir Rashwani refers also to the PhD disser-
tation of the Iraqi Salih Hadi al-Shamma, prepared at Edinburgh University
entitled The Ethical System Underlying the Qurʾan: A Study of Certain Negat-
ive and Positive Notions (1959); Rashwani says that al-Shamma does not take
a clear position in stating whether the Qurʾan provides an ethical system or
not. Al-Shamma, however, argues that Qurʾanic ethics tend to be more prac-
tical than theoretical, and they emphasise obligation (akhlāq al-wājib) (Rash-
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wānī 2017, 182–184). Toshihiko Izutsu’s Ethico-Religious Concepts in the Qurʾan
(1966), previously published as The Structure of Ethical Terms in the Koran, in
1959, can be added to this line of scholarship written in English, but its attempt
is more cultural-linguistic than theoretical-philosophic, though concepts and
their developments do matter in examining the way ethics are presented in a
particularworldview.Overall, Izutsuwas of the view that “Islamic thought at its
Qurʾanic stagemakes no real distinction between the religious and the ethical”
(Izutsu [1966] 2002).
Majid Fakhry, the Lebanese scholar of Arab-Islamic philosophy, published

on ethics in both Arabic and English. First, he published al-Fikr al-Akhlāqī al-
ʿArabī (Arab Ethical Thought) in 1978. The volume ismostly a selection of some
major themes, works and figures that deal with ethical issues. He starts by
dividing Arab scholarship on ethics into twomajor types: adab khuluqī (ethical
literature) and fikr khuluqī (ethical thought). The first is a collection of ethical
and moral teachings from different traditions, as well as personal experiences,
and the second ismore organized in a systematic andphilosophical format. Ibn
al-Muqaffaʿ, Abū al-Ḥasan al-ʿĀmirī (d. 381/992), Abū Sulaymān al-Sijistānī al-
Manṭiqī (d. c. 377/1000), Miskawayh (d. 421/1030), for instance, belong to the
first category (i.e. ethical literature), while some works and treateses of philo-
sophers and theologians like al-Kindī (d. c. 259/873), al-Fārābī (d. 339/950),
Abū Bakr al-Rāzī, al-Qāḍī ʿAbd al-Jabbār (d. 415/1025), al-Māwardī, al-Ghazālī
(d. 505/1111), Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 606/1210), and Ibn Ḥazm belong to the
second (i.e. ethical thought). Thenheprovides excerpts from theworks of these
scholars as they relate to different ethical issues, like justice, good and evil,
human behaviour and judgement (Fakhry [1978] 1986, 9–10). Later on in 1991
Fakhry published Ethical Theories in Islam in English. Here, he introduces a dif-
ferent and clearer typology of ethics, which he puts in the following order:
1) Scriptural ethics, in which Qurʾanic ethos is underlined.
2) Theological ethics, in which ethical rationalism and ethical voluntarism

theories are discussed, with reference to the Ashʿarīs and Muʿtazilīs.
3) Philosophical ethics, with reference mainly to the works of philosophers

from Aristotle to al-Kindī, al-Rāzī, al-Fārābī, Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/1037), Ibn
Rushd (d. 595/1198), Yahya Ibn ʿAdī (d. 363/974), Miskawayh, Naṣīr al-Dīn
al-Ṭūsī (d. 672/1273), and Jalāl al-Dīn al-Dawānī (d. 908/1502).

4) Religious ethics, which he studies with reference to Ibn Abī al-Dunyā
(d. 281/894), Abū al-Ḥasan al-Māwardī, Ibn Ḥazm, al-Rāghib al-Iṣfahānī,
Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, and al-Ghazālī (Fakhry 1991).

A more synthetical work on Islamic ethics is found in the collected articles of
George Hourani, published in 1985 as Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics.
Unlike the common traditional presentation of ethics in the tradition, which
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often summarizes either certain major works or the ideas of certain influential
figures, Hourani synthesizes Islamic ethical theories into four trends, close to
Fakhry’s typology, but with reference to two lines of argumentation: ontology
and epistemology, i.e. the nature of ethical values, and how humans can know
them inparticular contexts, respectively.More importantly,Hourani focuses on
what he considers the original contribution of the tradition regarding ethics,
that is, in jurisprudence debates on the sources of law and in theology (kalām).
He considers the latter philosophical inmethodologywhen it comes to dealing
with ethics (Hourani 1985, 19). It took a fewmore years for some other interest-
ing works on Islamic ethics to appear in English.
Mariam al-Attar’s Islamic Ethics (2010) also presents Islamic theories of eth-

ics differently, synthetically. After treatingQurʾanic-ḥadīth ethics, pre-Muʿtazilī
and Ashʿarī ethics, she focalises the later Muʿtazilī ethical theory of al-Qāḍī
ʿAbd al-Jabbār, whose twenty volumes work al-Mughnī was found in the 1950s
in Yemen. Al-Attar, through her lenghty presentation of rational ethical the-
ories, argues that there is no clear evidence that “divine command theory” is
what prevails in Islamic thought (Al-Attar 2010, 142), an argument many schol-
arsmay not agreewith. AmynB. Sayoo’s edited volume ACompanion toMuslim
Ethics (2010) takes amoremodern approach in tackling the topic, by examining
applied ethics for concrete challenges, like ecology, art, economy, dispute resol-
ution, tolerance, and nonviolence. Sayoo’s edited volume appears as an explor-
ation of an earlier work of his own, Muslim Ethics: Emerging Vistas (2004), in
which he makes classical ethics, themes and figures talk synthetically to mod-
ern secular challenges.
Besides these recent works, a collective project on this under-researched

subject has been inaugurated by the birth of the Journal of Islamic Ethics,
launched by the Research Center for Islamic Legislation and Ethics in Doha,
Qatar, in July 2017, and it dedicated its first issue to the theme of the Qurʾan
and Ethics; the subtitle of the introductory chapter reflects the point: “A Press-
ing Demand and a Promising Field” (Ghaly 2017, 1–5); a book series Studies
in Islamic Ethics, and an MA programme in Applied Islamic Ethics have been
launched by the same Center as well.

As to modern literature in Arabic on ethics, it cannot be exhausted, nor can it
be thoroughly reviewed or sketched out here. Ahmad Abdalhalim ʿAtiyya has
accomplished this task in his rich text Al-Akhlāq fī al-Fikr al-ʿArabī al-Muʿāṣir
(Ethics in Contemporary Arab Thought, 1990). ʿAtiyya outlines three major
scholarly trends that work on ethics in the Arab world:
1) The first annotates, revises, edits, and publishes classical works andman-

uscripts on Islamic ethics aswell as their relation toGreekethical thought.
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2) The second translates and engages with modern European thought on
ethics.

3) The third, which is still emerging according to him, tries to build Arab
ethical thought that responds to modern challenges in society and life
innovatively (ʿAṭiyya 1990, ḥ-kh).

Because our interest in this limited space is to contextualize, and not fully
analyze, the debate on Islamic ethics, we will adopt the “Qurʾanic ethical sys-
tem/thought” and the “Islamic ethical thought” typology used above and exam-
ine some relevant textsmostly from the Egyptian context, before discussing the
Maghrebi context, since it is the context in which “trusteeship ethics” and the
“trusteeship paradigm” have emerged.
For the Egyptian context, Abdullah Draz’s work is the most representative

of the first type of “Qurʾanic ethical thought,” and the other works could fall,
broadly, in the second category of “Islamic ethical thought,” in which we can
discern two leading figures: AhmedLutfi El-Sayed (1871–1963) andMustafa Abd
al-Raziq (1885–1947). These two figures, in turn, represent two major schol-
arly trends: one that builds on the Graeco-Arab philosophical tradition, in the
light of modern European philosophical schools, and espouses the separation
of religion from revelation to form an independent discipline of ethics in the
tradition. The other trend takes particular sciences of the classical tradition as
the starting point to speak of original sources of Islamic ethical theories that
could nurture modern explorations in the field (see Al-Khaṭīb 2019).
In the first modern Arabic translation of Aristotles’ (d. 323BCE) Nicho-

machean Ethics of 19193—based on the French edition of Jules Barthélemy-
Saint-Hilaire (1805–1895)—,AhmedLutfi El-Sayed4 says that, in order to rehab-
ilitate Arab and Egyptian philosophy, Arab scholars have to study Aristotles’
philosophy again (Lutfi El-Sayed [1919] 1934). Lutfi El-Sayed was inclined
towards utilitarian ethics, as championed by the British philosophers Jeremy
Bentham (1748–1832) and John StuartMill (1806–1873). He influenced a genera-
tion of students and scholars interested in the French andEuropeanphilosoph-
ical model in general, before another generation interested in Arab-Islamic
philsophy grew up in the 1940s (al-Khatib 2019, 164–169). This interest in philo-
sophy could also be deduced from the widespread reception of philosophical
textbooks at the university as well as high school levels. For instance, the lec-
tures of reputed European scholars teaching at the University of Egypt were
published as we will see subsequently, next to texts written by local scholars.

3 First translated from Greek into Arabic by Isḥāq Ibn Ḥunayn (d. 298/910).
4 The first president of Cairo University, which was founded in 1908.
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AminWasif Bek (1867–1928) published his lectures at the Egyptian University
in five short books on major disciplines of philosophy (psychology, aesthetics,
logic, ethics, and metaphysics) as Uṣūl al-Falsafa (The Fundamentals of Philo-
sophy) in 1921. He dedicated to ethics the fourth booklet, in which he uses
neither references, nor any religious citations (Wāṣif Bik 1921). Apparently, it
is the scholastic work of Ahmad Amin (1886–1954) Kitāb al-Akhlāq (The Book
of Ethics), published in 1929, that had circulated more widely. It was adopted
by the ministry of education for high schools in Egypt, and had a more last-
ing impact, according to Ahmad Abdelhalim ʿAtiyya (Amīn [1929] 2011; ʿAṭiyya
1990, d). The bookdealswith topics like conscience (ḍamīr), ethical judgement,
good and evil, the individual and society, rights and duties, the meaning of
obligation, the ethical model, and virtue, which is the last chapter—whereas
classical Arab-Islamic texts would commence with the theme of virtue. Amin
says that human beings can depend on their intuition to find out what is good
and what is evil, and that education, family, and religion only help in that pro-
cess. Intuition is what makes human values shared and universal (Amīn 2011,
32, 43). His three pioneering volumes in modern Arabic scholarship on Islamic
civilization (Fajr al-Islām, 1929; Ḍuḥā al-Islām, 1933; Ẓuhr al-Islām, 1945) refer
to ethics when speaking about Islamic theology and philosophers, and ded-
icates chapter six of the third volume to the topic. In this chapter he writes
that there are generally two kinds of ethical scholarship in the Islamic tradi-
tion: one based on the Qur’an, the Sunna, wisdom teachings andmoral stories,
and the other developed later, when the tradition came in touch with Greek
philosophy. At this point, ethics became more systematic and rationalized in
categories and concepts. Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ and al-Māwardī’s works on ethics, for
example, belong to the first category, while Miskawayh, Abū Bakr al-Rāzī, and
Ikhwān al-Ṣafā’s belong to the second. Al-Ghazālī is put in between the two
categories (Amīn [1945] 2013, 389–400). A similar division is adopted by Majid
Fakhry in Arab Ethical Thought as seen above ([1978] 1986, 9–10).
Up to this point scholars link the study of Arab-Islamic philosophy to Greek

philosophy, without distinguishing certain Islamic disciplines as distinctively
and-or originally philosophical too. Mohammed Abed al-Jabri (1936–2010)
known for his Naqd al-ʿAql al-ʿArabī (Critique of Arab Reason) in four volumes,
names, in passing but with a clear recognition, two modern scholars as the
engines behind the rebirth of the study of Arab-Islamic philosophy after cen-
turies of cultural and philosophical decadence. In his history of ideas, this era
started after the last most important philosopher, the Andalusian Ibn Rushd/
Averroes. Al-Jabri names the Egyptians Mustafa Abd al-Raziq and Ibrahim
Madkour (1902–1996) as the two scholar-thinkers that have genuinely replied
to what he calls “philosophical Orientalism,” a tendency led by a number of
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introduction: modern arab-islamic scholarship on ethics 9

Eurocentrist scholars of the 18th and 19th centuries (al-Jābrī 1991, 63–64). We
will make a few notes on each of their most important works that are relevant
to the topic of ethics.
It iswithMustafaAbd al-Raziq that the study of ethics inArab-Islamic philo-

sophy takes a new turn. He was a Sheikh trained at al-Azhar, subsequently
obtained his PhD at the Sorbonne University in Paris, where he studied under
scholars like Émile Durkheim (1858–1917), and then taught Islamic jurispru-
dence in Lyon. He became Rector of al-Azhar, and was appointed minister of
Religious Affairs and Endowments eight times, to be the first Azhari to hold
such a position. He is one of the direct students of the famous reformist scholar
Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905). Mustafa Abd al-Raziq started teaching what
came to be known in the curriculum as “Islamic philosophy,” along with Emile
Bréhier (1876–1952) and André Laland (1867–1963), at the Faculty of Arts of the
Egyptian University (later on named King Farouk University and now Cairo
University), where Taha Hussein (1889–1973) was the only other Egyptian pro-
fessor. Before that, “Islamic philosophy” as a subject was part of philosophy
or general philosophy course, and it was taught from a “foreign” perspect-
ive, and often without underscoring its original aspects, by European schol-
ars of the Islamic Orient who were teaching philosophy at the university, like
the Italians Davide Santillana (1855–1931), Carlo Alfonso Nallino (1872–1938),
the English Thomas Walker Arnold (1864–1930), the French Louis Massignon
(1883–1962) (in ʿAbd al-Rāziq 2011, 45, n. 2), and the Spanish Comte de Galarza
(1878–1938) (Reid 1987; ʿAtiyya in De Galarza 1920, 3–4). In Tamhīd li-Tārīkh al-
Falsafa al-Islāmiyya (Introduction to the History of Islamic Philosophy, 1944),
Abd al-Raziq’s argument for “Islamic philosophy” and where to find its origin-
ality would influence some prominent new students and later on professors of
Islamic philosophy, like Ali Sami al-Nashar (1917–1980), and in turn his student
Ahmed Mahmoud Subhi, and the latter’s students, like Abdelhay Qabil, who
also published on Islamic ethics (Qabil 1984, 5).
In his three volumes Nashʾat al-Fikr al-Falsafī fī al-Islām (The Development

of Philosophical Thought in Islam, published in 1966, 1968, 1969, respectively)
Sami al-Nashar defends the originality of Islamic philosophy in its theology,
jurisprudence theories and Sufism (Al-Nashar [1966] 1977, 1:18). His student
Ahmed Mahmoud Subhi continues this line of thought in Al-Falsafa al-Akhlā-
qiyya fī al-Fikr al-Islāmī (Philosophy of Ethics in Islamic Thought, 1969) in
which he presents the Muʿtazilīs and the Sufis as two opposing trends—the
first rational-abstract oriented, and the second work/practice oriented—that
both advanced original theories of ethics. He puts Ikhwān al-Ṣafā and Mis-
kawayh forward as two major examples of schools that theorized ethics in a
conciliatory way, neither purely rational nor purely traditional/metaphysicist
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(Subhi [1969] 2006). Both scholars see that Islamic philosophy is different and
originally spiritual in orientation, and that it does not need to be Aristotelian,
metaphysics-free by default (Subhi 2006, 19–20).
As to IbrahimMadkour, he too is an Azhari graduate who earned his PhD in

philosophy from Paris University in 1934, where he studied under Massignon.
He succeeded Taha Hussein after his death as the diretor of the Cairo Arab
Language Assembly. He revised, edited and wrote on various manuscripts of
Muslim philosophers, and influenced a generation of young scholars of Arab-
Islamic philosophy; his most known work is Fī al-Falsafa al-Islāmiyya: Manhaj
wa-Taṭbīquh (On Islamic Philosophy: A Method and Its Application, in two
volumes, 1947). Even though the table of contents of this work does not use
the word ethics in its chapter headings, it is still not absent from the way he
presents his reading of the tradition. The first volume studies Islamic philo-
sophy based on three major theories or concepts: (1) happiness, (2) proph-
etology, and (3) the soul and its eternity. The second volume centralizes two
concepts: (1) divinity, and (2) free will. Synthetically, in all of these concepts
the idea of ethics does not seem central, but it is present and permeates differ-
ent scholarly disciplines and their concepts.
Madkour argues that Islamic theology, led by Muʿtazilī figures like Abū al-

Hudayl al-ʿAllāf (d. c. 227/840) and Ibrāhīm al-Naẓẓām (d. c. 230/835), was
a philosophy based on a religion that nurtured it, before opening up to al-
Kindī, often considered to be the first Arab-Muslim philsopher. According to
Madkour, Islamic philosophy was born in and by virtue of religion, first and
foremost thanks to debating the notion of tawḥīd (Oneness of God) (Madkour,
[1947] 2015, 2:277–278). This argument goes along with the argument of Henry
Corbin (1903–1978) who says that philosophy in the Islamic context is “essen-
tially linked to the religious and spiritual fact of Islam,” which he sometimes
calls “prophetic philosophy” (Corbin 1962, xiv–xv).
A similar way of approaching ethics as a discipline of study in modern Arab

scholarship is to be found in the work of Muhammad Yusuf Musa (1899–1963),
anAzhari scholar and one of the students of LouisMassignon andMustafaAbd
al-Raziq, referred to above. In his first work History of Ethics ([1940] 1953, 190),
he approaches the theme in a scholarly manner, and does not make Islamic
ethics a unique topic of focus, as it is treated along with ethics in other tradi-
tions (the ancient Orient, the Egyptian, the Greek, Jewish, Christian, Islamic,
and European). His other shorter work Issues in the Philosophy of Ethics (1940)
centralizes both the topic and the way it is studied philosophically, and grants
Muslimphilosophers a voice alongwith their European counterparts. Hismore
important work, clearly a more mature one, goes further and opens new path-
ways for researching not only ethics but Islamic philosophy at large, based on

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 9789004438354
Downloaded from Brill.com09/26/2020 05:05:30PM

via free access



introduction: modern arab-islamic scholarship on ethics 11

its fundamental book, the Qurʾan. The book is entitled The Qurʾan and Philo-
sophy (1958) and can be considered to be a pioneering text on this topic. There
are only a fewworks that recently have started to explore this subject inEnglish,
like Oliver Leaman’s The Qurʾan: A Philosophical Guide, and Islam andMorality
(2016; 2019), and Massimo Campanini’s Philosophical Perspectives on Modern
Qurʾanic Exegesis (2016). Earlier in 1947, Abbas Mahmud al-ʿAqad (1889–1962)
wroteQurʾanic Philosophy, a general text that does not reflect the expected pro-
fundity of the title, to demonstrate that not only does theQurʾan not contradict
reason, but it is also a book that contains concepts that are treated philosophic-
ally, and is thus open to being a text rich of philosophical calls; ethics is among
these concepts, imbued with divine attributes as their guidance for human
excellence, perfection and aesthetics (Al-ʿAqqād [1947] 2013, 23–31).
This period of Egyptian scholarly discussions on ethics gives birth to an

important attempt of reading the Qurʾan using ethical concepts. It is the work
of the Azhari scholar Muhammad Abdallah Draz (1894–1958).5 Draz spent
twelve years studying in France preparing his magnum opus La Morale du
Koran, which was originally his PhD dissertation at the Sorbonne University,
which he defended in 1947, and published in 1950 in French. Its Arabic version
appeared some 13 years later, at the initiative of Abdessabur Shahin (1929–
2010), another Azhari scholar. The English translation appeared only much
later, in 2008. Draz divides his book into a theoretical and practical part of eth-
ics. In the first he studies the concepts of obligation, responsibility, sanction,
intention and inclinations and effort in the Qurʾan, and refers to ancient and
modern theories of ethics in this regard. In the second part he examines per-
sonal ethics, as well as family, society, state, and religious ethics and the way
the Qurʾan speaks about them in a coherent form, unlike the way Qurʾanic eth-
ics have been presented in separately-quoted verses and teachings, a gap in
scholarship for which he blames both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars (Dar-
rāz 1973; Draz 2008; see also Rashwānī 2017, 159–169).
This diversity in approaching Arab-Islamic ethics demonstrates that the

issue is fundamental both in scholarly circles aswell as in political circleswhere
fierce debates are being waged on the question of what kind of ethics should
prevail in the public sphere, should they be religious, secular, secular-religious,
fully rational, or semi-rational? How can changing societies, as in the Arab
world, look back at their ethical tradition to form a more fitting interpretation
to cope with the challenges of the secular-modern world?

5 Around this period of time, Draz’s compatriot the famous Abdurrahman Badawi (1917–2002)
was probing the question of ethics from an existential perspective (Badawi 1953).
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The intense interest in the study and revival of Arab philosophical scholar-
ship on ethics of the 1930s and 1940s, up to the 1960s, as briefly reviewed above,
faded in the 1970s and 1980s mostly because of the phenomenon of Islamic
awakening and the rise of political Islam. For Instance, the “global mufti” Yusuf
al-Qaradawi (b. 1926) wrote Al-Qiyam wa-l-Akhlāq fī al-Iqtiṣād al-Islāmī (Val-
ues and Ethics in Islamic Economics, 1995) and recently he published Akhlāq
al-Islām (The Ethics of Islam, 2017), in the introduction of which he identifies
ethics as the coremessage of Islam, and faithwithout applied ethics as null and
void. While he certainly tackles various themes, he does not conceptualize or
theorize.He rather studies howapplied ethics are fundamental to the tradition,
and supports his argumentationwithQurʾanic verses andḥadīth. In thiswaywe
can put al-Qaradawi’s first work on economics in the “Islamic ethical thought”
category and his second one in the “Qurʾanic ethical thought” category, to use
our generic typology proposed earlier, or “Scriptural ethics” in Fakhry’s typo-
logy.
Returning to “Islamic ethical thought” in the context of the Maghreb,

Mohammed Arkoun (1928–2010) tried to apply socio-linguistic and historicist
approaches not only to the entire tradition and what he centralized and called
“Islamic reason” but most particularly to what he called “Qurʾanic ethicality”
(al-akhlāqiyya al-Qurʾāniyya) (Arkūn 1990, 21–44). However, Arkoun did so as
a “historian of ideas,” from “critical perspectives” as a scholar (Arkūn 1990, 22),
to present the classical Islamic ethics in its past time so as to re-interpret it in
the light of modern historical challenges, and he did not aim at theorizing eth-
ics as a theologian-philosopher. His deconstructivist approach of reading the
tradition did not aim at theorizing an ethical theory to renew Islamic thought,
but to open it up to the “unthought in Islamic thought”, in his words; his “spir-
itual responsibility” was more a pure individual source of moral conduct than
of generally applied ethics; he says, “I am introducing the concept of spiritual
responsibility not to reactivate the idealistic claims for religious spiritualism
but toproblematize the current referencemade to the ‘dignity of man’ ” (Arkoun
2007, 284).
To refer to another prominent Arab thinker and the place of ethics in his

scholarship, the case of Mohammed Abed al-Jabri and his al-ʿAql al-Akhlāqī al-
ʿArabī (Arab Ethical Reason, 2001), the fourth volume of his quadrilogyCritique
of ArabReason, is of paramount relevance. Especially since he andTaha Abder-
rahmane (b. 1944) did not go along well, and took different scholarly paths
at the Mohammed V University in Rabat where they both taught in the same
department of philosophy for about four decades (See the chapter of Hashas
in this volume for more). Al-Jabri was driven by the idea of political change
in the Arab world, and on his reading of the tradition a lot of ink has been
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spilled, either for or against, since he introduced new categories for reading
Islamic intellectual history, fromhis first volumeson the “formation” and “struc-
ture” of Arab reason, passing by Arab “political” reason, to Arab “ethical” reason
(Eyadat, Corrao and Hashas 2018).
Being an optimist Khaldunist in approaching history and its cyclicity, and

Averroest in differentiating between the religious sphere and the philosophical
one, al-Jabri broadly argues that rhetorical (bayānī) and gnostic (ʿirfānī) think-
ing dominated Arab thought, and weakened the flourishing of argumentative-
rational (burhānī) thought à laAverroes (IbnRushd). Specifically on ethics and
acknowledging the lack of theorizing in the discipline, he speaks of five major
sources of influence on the formation of Arab ethical reason. These are as fol-
lows:
1) The Greek influence, which emphasizes the quest for happiness that

some major Arab-Muslim philosophers-theologians integrated in their
works on ethics.

2) The Persian influence, which emphacizes submission to the king or sov-
ereign as the guardian of the faith, which al-Jabri thinks has had immense
impact on Arab political-ethical thought since its fromation.

3) The Sufi andGnostic influence, heavily borrowed from the Persianmystic
and gnostic tradition, which teaches focus on the other-world and disin-
terest in this-world.

4) The Arab influence, which emphacizes magnanimity (al-murūʾa).
5) The Islamic influence, which centralizes the value of public good, and

which, according to al-Jabri, has been ignored in political thought and
ethical practice in Arab-Muslim politics (Al-Jābrī 2001).

Unlike some of the previously mentioned scholars who underscore the origin-
ality of Islamic thought in its theories on the sources of law, theological theories
of ethics and Sufism, like Mustafa Abd al-Raziq and Ibrahim Madkour whom
al-Jabri praises for their important scholarship, he critiques certain legal meth-
ods like the use of qiyās (analogy), which he blames for having distanced fiqh
from the fundamental sources of law, i.e. the Qurʾan and the Sunna, and having
gradually neglected maqāṣid al-sharīʿa (objectives of the Sharia). Most relev-
ant to our discussion here is that al-Jabri states that the Islamic influence that
calls for the public good and for social justice has been minor on Arab politics.
Moreover, al-Jabri is very critical of gnosticism and Sufism, and their cham-
pions Ibn Sīnā and al-Ghazālī, respectively. According to him, Sufism encour-
ages believers to withdraw from worldly affairs. Al-Jabri is also critical of the
theologians, because a lot of their approaches, especially those that relate to
sovereignty, free will and society, were politically driven, and not purely intel-
lectually motivated. This applies to the Umayyads and their use of determin-
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ism against free will theologies to legitimize their authority, and to scholars
like Abū al-Ḥasan al-ʿĀmirī and his friend Miskawayh who both tried to build
an interpretation of happiness that is both Islamic and Platonic-Aristotelian,
an eclecticism that al-Jabri condems. More importantly, al-Jabri contends that
Persian gnosticism as well as Persian literature on obedience to the king, con-
figured as God, were very present in the ethical writings of the two scholars
mentioned above. This endangered the scholarly study of ethics and impacted
its importation to the Arab-Islamic tradition, he says (al-Jābrī 2001, 393–420).
This differs drastically from the positive views two other modern Arab schol-
ars have of Miskawayh in particular, i.e. Costantin Zureiq (1909–2000) and
Mohammed Arkoun. The former annotated and edited Tahdhīb al-Akhlāq in
Arabic in 1966 and the latter translated it into French in 1969 (Arkoun [1969]
2010). Al-Jabri’s representation of the ethical system of Arab thought was not
well received by a number of scholars, especially that Islamic ethics of conduct
as well as Sufi teachings were not centralized in this schematic representation
of al-Jabri (al-Bishrī 2004). Taha Abderrahmane wrote a long methodological
text to reply to the overall Jabirist project of reading the tradition, and criti-
cized him for being reductionist and selective, and not comprehensive in his
approach (ʿAbd al-Raḥmān 1994).

1 Ethics in the Trusteeship Paradigm of Taha Abderrahmane

Having broadly sketched out the place of ethics inmodern Arab-Islamic schol-
arship, we can say that it has gradually moved to the central stage of scholarly
debates, after the political debates of how to govern and what political system
to implement were the first major scholarly concern. Even if the question is
about political reforms—whether to adopt a secular, civil, religious, or secular-
religious system—ethics come into play, since it is indicative of both fidelity to
the tradition, and fidelity to the aspirations of people for a better future. It is
in this context that a major philosopher emerges on the scene: the Moroccan
Taha Abderrahmane, whom this volume aims to shed light on, since he is still
under-researched especially in the English-speaking scholarly community.6
Taha Abderrahmane became aware of the need of philosophy in the Arab

world after the Six-Day War of 1967. After studying logic and the philosophy
of language profoundly, he moved on to engage with especially modern “West-
ern” philosophy, and to theorize commonly debated and discussed concepts

6 His detailed biographical and intellectual sketch is left to the first Chapter of Part One of this
volume.
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from a paradigm of thought he has been developing since the late 1970s and
early 1980s. This paradigm recently has become known as the “trusteeship
paradigm,” and “trusteeship critique” (Hashas 2015, 2019). At the heart of this
paradigm lies the question of ethics. As a pious scholar who belongs to a Sufi
order for his spiritual enrichment, Abderrahmane argues that the core of the
Islamic message is ethics, and it is around ethics that he builds his project, the
trusteeship paradigm. Based on this coremessage, we outline four of his major
arguments that we consider to be original and profound, leaving aside the lim-
itations of his project for now.

First, Abderrahmane has set his aims high. He aspires to reground Arab-
Islamic philosophy on the distinctive feature of ethics. At this level, he directs
double layered critique at most classical philosophers that he considers to be
imitators of Greek philosophy. For him Ibn Rushd is but an imitator of Aris-
totle, since the latter did not try to go beyond the Greek Aristotelean tradition.
Abderrahmane is closer to al-Ghazālī, not only because of their Sufi fusion
of reason and religion, but also because the latter profoundly engaged with
Greek philosophy albeit indirectly, since he lacked command of Greek. Abder-
rahmane argues that most classical Muslim philosophers granted reason the
same place Greek philosophy did and tried to reconcile reason with revela-
tion, whereas they hardly tried to build a paradigmbased on their new religion,
Islam and its worldview. He argues, however, that it is in uṣūl al-fiqh (Islamic
legal theory) and philosophical Sufism that one finds the importance of eth-
ics underscored, which finds its origin in the Qurʾan and the Prophetic Sunna.
Abderrahmane directs a similar critique at almost all contemporary Arab and
Muslim thinkers and philosophers, with the exception of a few figures like
Muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938) and Fazlur Rahman (1919–1988) to whom he
shows more scholarly respect. The others have fallen into the modern trap of
dichotomous thought of reason versus revelation, reason versus religion, reli-
gion versus politics, which is a European import, according to him. From here
he launches his major (third) critique to “Western modernity,” which he con-
siders domineering, hegemonic and utilitarian to the core. It has stolen from
man his liberty to be free, and this has been instilled through the idea of pure
reason as the ultimate reason. For Abderrahamane, reason is only a means
to other more ethical ends in life, and the human rational faculty consumes
itself if it does not have a transcendental element in it for guidance. Hence
the importance of revelation in his paradigm and Islamic revelation in par-
ticular, since it is comprehensive and embraces the other revealed traditions.
Abderrahmane challenges the foundations of philosophical thought in various
volumes, and concludes his project with the ideas we phrase as such: human
beings are ethical beings. They either can be ethical or not. Humanity is defined
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by this ethical identity, and not by its rational faculty. Themore ethical human-
ity is the more human it is, and the less ethical it is the less human it is. This is
how he sees the way to fix the predicament of Western modernity. He rejects
its current Western achievements and proposes going back to its “essence” or
“spirit” to correct it. Ethics must be its essence, not reason. He states that the
sublime Sufi worlds of aesthetics and elevation have opened his heart to the
other possible worlds he envisages. He engages with modern and contempor-
ary philosophers in his various works as no other modern Arab scholar has
done. Put differently, originality in Arab philosophy based on Islamic ethics
can be found through these other ways of seeing and doing. If reason remains
the means and the end, then only mimetic ideas would emerge, since this is
already realized in the modernity of the “West.” Multiple modernities are pos-
sible. A philosophy that does not differ is not philosphy, he argues. With this
argument, he is not Ghazalian. He wishes that the Arabs, andMuslims at large,
start developing their own rational philosophy, which will be able to engage
with the world and contribute to it.

Second, Abderrahmane is well versed in both classical Islamic scholarship
and its various disciplines, particularly philosophy, theology, Sufism, Islamic
legal theory (uṣūl al-fiqh), and in modern Western philosophy. His scholarly
command of major languages of philosophy (Greek, Arabic, German, French,
and English) has allowed him direct access to the sources, though his biblio-
graphies are often in Arabic, French, and English only. His mastery and use of
the Arabic language appears to be unique and genuine to the extent that his
works are full of newly coined terms and concepts—causing confusion and
sometimes also repetition of the same meaning in different ways. He always
cites Qurʾanic verses as epigraphs of his books, and also in the footnotes, but
never in the body of the text, as if to convey that his philosophy is Qurʾanic in
spirit and background, without making it a form of intellectual proselytism as
some intellectual preachers and activists do. Of the modern Arab scholars of
Euro-American philosophy he is the most critical, since he does not stop at it,
but engages with it critically by trying to find “ethical” or “biased” loopholes in
every philosophical project he studies. He has grappled with major philosoph-
ers of modernity. He has given hardly any space to modern Arab intellectuals
and philosophers, apart from notes in footnotes, and apart from his major cri-
tique of two big Arab intellectual figures—i.e. al-Jabri and Abdellah Laroui (b.
1933)—whomhe hardlymentions by name though scholars familiar with their
projects knowhe is referring to them. Overall, whether one agrees with his pro-
ject and argumentation, fully or partly, one cannot deny the profundity and ori-
ginality of his writing. It would be wrong to call him the “neo-Ghazālī” because
of his particularly strong defence of the practice and tradition of philosophy.
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Most importantly, one has to bear in mind that he wishes to build a genuine
Arabphilosophical traditionbasedon its élanof ethics and its language,Arabic,
which he has revived and empowered philosophically, as no other Arab philo-
sopher and intellectual scholar has done inmodern times. Abderrahmane aims
to build an Islamic philosophy of religion, which requires a revival of the spirit
of religion, as well as a renewal of its understanding in the modern context,
whereas al-Ghazālī aimed at reviving religion per se. In other words, Abder-
rahmane is Ghazalian, but in his own way. He is more a philosopher than a
theologian, though drawing a sharp line between the two may be too much of
a venture.

Third, Abderrahmane is not a Sufi dervish who contents himself with pop-
ular rituals and supplications. He wants to go beyond that to find new fertile
grounds for philosophy, based on spiritual enrichment and expansion. Besides
the transcendental aspect in being a Sufi philosopher, Abderrahmane emphas-
ises the question of practice (ʿamal), and praxis at large. For him theoretical
ethics are null and void. It is what human beings do with their ethical dis-
course that matters, and not what they say about it. It is only in this way that
change can occur. His Sufism is then traditional, but also heavily modern and
philosophical. It is not a void spirituality based onbelief without action. Abder-
rahmane is a Sufi philosopher; he philosophizes through Sufism, through his
religious background, and he is free to do that. To say that he is too religious,
thus his philosophy is not philosophybut theology in the classical Islamic sense
of kalām, does not encompass his overall project and its scope and ambitions.
This is not to say that the label theologian-mutakallim is irrelevant. He is a theo-
logian as well, for example when he discusses the utility of the attributes of
God to the enrichment of his trusteeship paradigm and the ethics of the indi-
vidual, or when he proposes an innovative reading of the Qurʾan. Still, he does
that through an engagement with “modern” secular philosophy, its concepts
and themes. The boundaries between the two remain a field of academic dis-
cussion when it comes to Arab philosophy, philosophy in Islamic contexts, or
“Islamic philosophy” as it is also called.

Fourth, having said this, it is now opportune to stress another major point of
possible contention in Abderrahmane’s trusteeship paradigm and the Islamic
theory of ethics at its base. Abderrahmane aims to renew Arab philosophy and
Islamic thinking, and in doing so to reformArab-Islamic societies in crisis.With
this aim, he clashes with “mimetic” intellectual projects, as noted above, but
also with political Islam and Islamist movements, which he criticizes harshly
in both Sunni and Shiʿa contexts. It is then difficult to say that he is “Islamist”
in thinking, but certainly he is “Islamic,” in the sense that he strongly clings to
the sacred text and its spiritual teachings, and their legal interpretations in past
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contexts. His critique of political Islam’s search for political power is abundant.
It is also difficult to say that he is “secular” or “liberal” as commonly understood,
since he is critical of both. Still, he is modern and modernist. Intellectually, he
navigates between the traditional and themodern, without acceptingmodern-
ity at face value, unless reformed. The spiritual ethos he puts on the table as a
condition for any reform is hard tomeet by themasses and themajority of intel-
lectuals as well as political stakeholders, whichmakes his project appear either
“utopic” or “individual-centered” and not “society-centered.” However, it is rais-
ing the level of intellectual and spiritual energies of both the individual and
society that he aims at to create a better world for Muslims and non-Muslims
alike. In his project change starts in the heart andmind, in theory but especially
in practice. That is his call for reforming modernity. Without this change from
within he does not see other ways of overcoming the current predicament of
modernity, and of Arab-Islamic societies in particular.

2 Book Content

This volume is divided into two parts, one on theoretical ethics and the other
on applied ethics, though in some chapters theory and practice intertwine. The
first part is composed of seven chapters that trace the intellectual development
of the trusteeshipparadigm, andhow it relates to issues in legal theory,Qurʾanic
hermeneutics, political authority, and Sufism. This part is largely comparat-
ive. It compares the ethical approaches and theories of prominent scholars,
theologians and philosophers, with the theory and philosopher under exam-
ination. The second part comprises six chapters and applies this paradigm to
issues in the social sciences (sociology and anthropology), medical science,
communication theories, global ethics and dialogue. This part too compares
the trusteeship assertions on the topic in focus with other prominent theories
in the field. Next to the chapters in English seven chapters are written in the
Arabic language. These have not been translated to ensure direct access. The
book is organized thematically, and not linguistically, that is why the two parts
contain chapters in the two languages.
In the first chapter of the first part, “The Trusteeship Paradigm: The Forma-

tion andReception of a Philosophy,”MohammedHashas synthesises themajor
intellectual stages that trusteeship has gone through from the late 1970s until
now.The chapter contextualizes trusteeship as a project different from theones
that developed post-1967. It outlines five major themes that Taha Abderrah-
mane delved into before giving a clearer shape to his modern theory of ethics
as the core of the overall project of the trusteeship paradigm, which are:
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1) Logic
2) Philosophy of language
3) Assessing the tradition
4) Spiritual modernity and moral philosophy
5) Political theology and political philosophy.
After giving an account of the way the project was received mostly in the
English and Arabic scholarly community—it met with staunch criticism from
some and received admiration from others—the chapter ends with three
points related to language and renewal, Sufism and ethics, as away of reflecting
on the scope and limitations of the paradigm examined.
In the second chapter, “Taha Abderrahmane andAbū Isḥāq al-Shāṭibī: Com-

parative Reflections on Legal Thought and Ethics,” Eva Kepplinger conducts
a comparative study between the medievalist religious scholar Abū Isḥāq al-
Shāṭibī (d. 790/1388) and his theory ofmaqāṣid al-sharīʿa, and Abderrahmane’s
iʾtimāniyya paradigm. Kepplinger’s chapter relates to the current discussions
among Muslim scholars over the higher objectives of Sharia, and how to inter-
pret them inmodern contexts.What comes first, whether law or ethics, or how
they are linked, and what the role and function of human reason is accord-
ing to the divine, and how Abderrahmane in particular differentiates between
law ( fiqh) and ethics is what this chapter discusses. In so doing, the author,
for example, shows how Abderrahmane is critical of the classical order of
values that Muslim jurists followed (i.e. preserving religion, life, reason, pro-
geny and property). He is also critical of the classical division of the maqāṣid
in ḍarūriyyāt (obligatory/necessary), ḥājjiyyāt (vital) and taḥsīniyyāt (addi-
tional/aesthetic). Ethics was put in the category of taḥsīniyyāt, while he con-
siders ethics to be the core of any legal thought that goes beyond everything.
He adopts a new division: “spiritual values” (qiyam rūḥiyya), and “life-values”
(qiyam ḥayawiyya). This allows him to navigate between the various subdivi-
sions he develops, as a form of making fiqh (law) follow ethics, and not vice
versa.
In the third chapter “Suʾāl al-Akhlāq bayna al-Dīn wa-l-ʿAql al-Mujarrad: ʿAlī

ʿIzzat Bīgūvītsh wa-Ṭāha ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Namūdhajan” (Alija Izetbegović and
Taha Abderrahmane: The Question of Ethics, and Critique of Western Mod-
ernity) Mostafa Amakdouf brings two already close philosophers closer. It is
known that Abderrahmane shows special respect to both Muhammad Iqbal
andAlija Izetbegović (1925–2003). As it claims in the introduction, this compar-
ative chapter is a contribution to linking Islamic philosophical projects that are
modern but also critical of Western modernity as well as of mimetic modern-
ity inMuslimmajority societies, to form a creative Islamic reply to themodern.
Amakdouf outlines these similarities in six points: (1) meaning, (2) ethicality

Mohammed Hashas and Mutaz al-Khatib - 9789004438354
Downloaded from Brill.com09/26/2020 05:05:30PM

via free access



20 hashas and al-khatib

(or the essense of ethics) between religion and abstract reason, (3) the forma-
tion of ethics and the limitations of abstract reason, (4) ethics between fiṭra, or
natural disposition, and religion, (5) modernist ethics and the incoherence of
abstract reason, (6) the need for divine ethics. The idea presented here, accord-
ing to the studied philosophers, is that human reason is a means to an ethical
life, and is not an end in itself, and that rational ethics consists of at least
three levels, themost infinite in creativity is supported ethics,which is divinely-
linked and divinely-inspired.
In the fourth chapter, “al-Iʿtirāf fī al-Majāl al-ʿĀmm:Naqd Iʾtimānī li-Mafhūm

Fūkū ‘al-Iʿtirāf wa-l-Sulṭa’ ” (Confession in the Public Sphere: Trusteeship Cri-
tique of Foucault’s “Confession and Power”) Issam Eido takes us to issues
related to the public sphere, power, psychology and political philosophy, using
concepts from Michel Foucault’s (1926–1984) repertoire and the trusteeship
paradigm. Eido brings Foucault andAbderrahmane together because both deal
with the human psyche, the will to power, authority, sovereignty, truth, eth-
ics, and discipline. This chapter problematizes Foucault’s concept of the will
of the self to knowledge, its desires, sexual desires, and its unveiling of the
real authorities, or biopolitics, that influence it, thus unveiling its own author-
ity, liberty, and its limitations. Such unveiling leads to recognition of power
dynamics, internal and external, which, in turn, leads to self-empowerment,
and to the formation of new authority, through surveillance, and not neces-
sarily through direct oppression. The major point Eido takes from introducing
Foucault here is the latter’s idea that power/authority originates from below,
from the selves themselves, and not necessarily from top-down institutions
and external authorities and that oppression, too, permeates and is invisible.
That is, the human self, singular or plural, is the source of power and a means
of oppression. Here starts the role of the trusteeship apparatuses and con-
cepts Eido borrows to counter Foucault. Abderrahmane does not seek power,
or sovereignty (tasayyud) as understood in the secular socio-political sphere,
he seeks profound ethical discipline, explained through different concepts and
levels of self-enrichment and empowerment. His aim is rather to persistently
tame the egoist self and cultivate a moralist one that liberates itself from both
internal and external desires. Eido brings in the different distinctions the trust-
eeship paradigm makes in law (e.g. fiqh amrī versus fiqh iʾtimārī), and the
different worlds it builds its assumptions on (ʿālam al-ghayb and ʿālam al-
shahāda). Put differently, when the other world is being recognized, the self-
disciplines itself to meet its ethical requirements, and its abusive sovereignty
is theoretically non-existent. Not because there are no complexities that nur-
ture the feeling of power and oppression but because there is a recognition
of these complexities, and a recognition that they could be overcome through
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spiritual discipline (tazkiya), and not through mere spirituality. Recognizing
another world is a space of liberty, and not of oppression, neither of the self
nor of the other or society, politically speaking.
In the fifth chapter “al-Mumārasa al-Siyāsiyya al-Diyāniyya: al-Naqd al-Taz-

kawī wa-l-Badīl al-Iʾtimānī” (Religious Political Practice: Spiritual Critique and
the Trusteeship Alternative) Adil Et-Tahiri synthetically engages with the polit-
ical philosophy and theology of Abderrahmane. He first summarizes the trust-
eeship critique of the various schools of Western political philosophy, from
early modern thinkers to the contemporary ones, that defend the idea that
secular democracy ultimately will replace the divine sovereign with the sover-
eign man. Even modern democratic regimes and wealthy societies can return
to totalitarianism, fascism and colonialism, as has happed in the first part of
the twentieth-century in Europe, for one major reason: the lack of profound
ethos that governs the sovereign man. The latter can be rational and modern
but can turn totalitarian, fascist and colonialist, since secularism as a world-
view is merely utilitarian, and does not consider the different other. The same
critique is levelled against modern political Islam and Salafism, since they use
a religious rhetoric without a genuine absorption of the Islamic ethos for per-
sonal spiritual growth (tazkiya) and for public giving and sharing. In brief,
modern politics, be it secular or religious, lags behind an ethical worldview
that the trusteeship concept of “disturbance politics” (siyāsat al-izʿāj) presents.
This concept is spiritual in essence, and starts from changing the individual
profoundly, before any outer or social change. Abderrahmane is not in favour
of revolutions, coup d’états, or rebellions as a means of changing unjust polit-
ical systems. He defends non-violence as a method of trusteeship. “Disturb-
ance politics” remains ethical, spiritual in the first place, individual-centered,
and non-violent when it calls for change. At the end of the chapter, however,
Et-Tahiri questions the feasibility of change through such a method when it
is rooted in Sufi individuality and is radically non-violent. How would social
justice come about if the dictator in a political regime, for example, is very
violent, tyrannical and suppressive of any call for change, be it violent or non-
violent?
In the sixth chapter, “Qurʾanic Values and Modernity in Contemporary

Islamic Ethics: Taha Abderrahmane and Fazlur Rahman in Conversation,”
Ramon Harvey compares Abderrahmane’s interpretation of Qurʾanic ethics,
and how he uses them to strongly critique both Western modern values as
well as the classical classification of major values, with themodern hermeneut-
ics of Fazlur Rahman, influenced by Emilio Betti (1890–1968) and Hans-Georg
Gadamer (1900–2002), who aims at building on modern values, and enrich
them with Qurʾanic ethics. Harvey argues that Abderrahmane’s ethical theory
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remains abstract, metaethical, while Rahman’s builds social ethics that are rel-
evant to practical needs in society. Both scholars agree on the fact that ethics
are themajormotor for renewal, but their ideas about how this should be done
is where they differ. Rahman emphasises themoral impetus for social develop-
ment, not only for Sufi and individual development. He is historicist in reading
the sacred text and its legal prescriptions through the “double movement the-
ory” while Abderrahmane is critical of historicist approaches since they desac-
ralize the sacred, and propose “spiritual modernity” as an outlet. Harvey also
refers to the scholars that adopt these two approaches and apply them to dif-
ferent fields and contexts, as a form of contributing to the debate on ethics in
Islamic scholarship in the present and future, for what he calls an “ethicalmod-
ernity.”
In the seventh chapter, “The Modern Mysticism of Taha Abderrahmane,”

Harald Viersen takes the reader to another theme of no less importance and
relevance, i.e. Sufism in modern secular times. Viersen problematizes spiritu-
ality and Sufism as strongly found in the thought and work of Abderrahmane,
and makes them talk to modern theories of spirituality, with a focus on two
major figures for comparison, Abdurrahman Badawi (1917–2002), and Adonis
(b. 1930), two prominent contemporary Arab thinkers. Badawi is an existen-
tialist philosoper who found in Islamic spirituality and Sufi tradition what
to enrich his existentialist stance with, while Adonis is a poet-thinker who
reads Sufism from a secular perspective. Unlike these two interpretations of
the role of Sufism in change in Arab-Islamic societies, Abderrahmane builds
his whole philosophy onwhat he calls “supported reason” (al-ʿaql al-muʾayyad)
that goes beyond “abstracted reason” (al-ʿaql al-mujarrad), which he associates
withWestern modernity, and “guided reason” (al-ʿaql al-musaddad), which he
associateswith a kindof semi-Islamic interpretation that is not innovative, crit-
ical, and faithful to the ethical core of the tradition. Viersen ends his paperwith
reflecting on the fact that the modern role Abderrahmane gives to Sufism in
the trusteeship paradigmwould influence the epistemological and ontological
apparatus on which it rests, a note that remains open for future research—and
which the other chapters in this volume deal with from various disciplinary
perspectives. On the ontological level, for instance, the chapter of Ourya on
bioethics and euthanasia relate to the ontological questions of the relevance of
being and existence of the individual/patient despite their “paralyzed” physical
status. As to the epistemological level, all the other chapters dealwith this level,
i.e. the nature of knowledge and justification as they relate to particular fields,
like politics, dialogue, socio-anthropology, or hermeneutics and the interpret-
ation of texts based on a particular cosmology, the ontology of the Qurʾan in
this case.
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Part two of the volume comparatively examines how trusteeship ethics could
be applied in different disciplines, in the exact as well as in the social sciences.
If in the introduction of this volume we gave examples of how modern Arab-
Islamic scholarship on ethics has remained mostly theoretical, this part shows
how the trusteeship paradigm has first theorized itself as an applicable the-
ory of ethics, and second how researchers find its conceptual apparatuses and
advances relevant to their various fields of expertise, as in sociology, anthropo-
logy, and medical sciences.
To start with the social sciences, in chapter eight, “The Anthropology of

Islam in Light of the Trusteeship Paradigm,” Amin El-Yousfi engages with the
contemporary debates in anthropology and the study of Muslims and Muslim
societies, basedona secular understandingof reason, self, body, andvirtue.Dis-
satisfiedwith the various trends in the field, including the renowned apparatus
and concepts developed byTalal Asad (b. 1932) and his student SabaMahmood
(1962–2018), El-Yousfi says that their concepts, i.e. “discursive tradition” and
“piety” respecively, remain a product of modern scholars that espouse the secu-
lar versus religious worldview, which the Islamic worldview, as philosophically
re-introduced in the trusteeshipparadigm, doesnot recognize.Throughmatch-
ing various concepts from the field of anthropology—or rather ethnography
at large—and moral philosophy—relying heavily on Alasdair MacIntyre (b.
1929)—with concepts from the trusteeship paradigm and its conception of
the relation between reason and action, typology of reasons, and typologies
of expressing ethical affiliation to tradition, El-Yousfi proposes that trustee-
ship is a more adequate intellectual bank fromwhich to borrow concepts, thus
methodology, in the study of Muslim ethics, agency, piety, and connection to
tradition.
Connected to this debate in anthropology is alsoMohamedAmineBrahimi’s

chapter nine “The Trusteeship Paradigm in the Social Sciences: Moral Agency
as an Islamic Ethical Turn.” Here, the author reviews the so-called “ethical turn”
as initiated by scholars like Elizabeth Anscombe (1919–2001), Philippa Foot
(1920–2010), BernardWilliams (1929–2003), and especially Alasdair MacIntyre
in moral philosophy, and Talal Asad and his disciples in anthropology. Unlike
El-Yousfi, in the earlier chapter, who proposes that the trusteeship paradigm
could be an alternative apparatus to the study of Muslims’ agency and eth-
ics, in replacement of secular versus religious Western dichotomous thought,
Brahimi proposes a dialogue of concepts, though he also thinks that the trust-
eeship is a more fitting and promising apparatus that provides answers to the
scholarly debates around the “ethical turn” and “virtue ethics” in the social sci-
ences. Put differently, Brahimidistinguishes between theEurocentric approach
that explains religiosity through private faith and the “ethical turn” that takes
into account rituals, bodily expressions, and the contexts or spaces in which
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this faith is expressed, and throughwhich amoral character is formed. Brahimi
uses Abderrahmane’s critique of modernity, and the principles of trusteeship
as more adequate explanations of Islamic subjectivity and agency, away from
the secular versus religious, rational versus revelational outlook.
Mohamed Ourya takes us to medical ethics in chapter ten “al-Iʾtimāniyya

Naẓariyya li-Ḥāl al-Muʿḍilāt al-Akhlāqiyya al-ʿIlmiyya: al-Bīʾa wa-l-Mawt al-
Raḥīm Namūdhajan” (Taha Abderrahmane’s Trusteeship’s Response to Eth-
ical Issues: The Environment and Euthanasia in Focus). The author examines
major points related to Abderrahmane’s critique of Western modernity, and
his ethical theory as it engages with environmental ethics, and biomedical
ethics, euthanasia in particular, with a focus on utilitarianist and principalist
theories. He also compares the European critical thought of over technologiz-
ation, examplified by the thought of Hans Jonas (1903–1993), Karl-Otto Apel
(1922–2017), and Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929). More space is given to Abder-
rahmane’s engagement with especially the environmentalist thought of Hans
Jonas and his theory of responsibility, which the former finds incomplete since
it does not use the metaphysical reward and punishment apparatus in sensib-
ilizing humanity of the risks facing nature and environment. Ourya uses some
concepts of the trusteeship paradigm in responding to what Abderrahmane
considers to be lacunae in Western secular ethical theories. These concepts,
developed into theoretical principles, are as follows: mercy (raḥma), trustee-
ship or guandianship (amāna), and requisition (īdāʿ). Overall, Ourya argues
that although Abderrahmane appears to be very dismissive of Western mod-
ernity, his Islamic theory of ethics as it relates to these two research fields
remains open to “Western” ethical theories, like Kantian ethics and to classical
Greek virtue ethics. While the argumentation and details may differ, there are
plenty of similarities and correlations.
In chapter eleven, “al-Taqwīm al-Akhlāqī lil-ʿIlmāniyya bayna Ṭāha ʿAbd

al-Raḥmān wa-Ṭalāl Asad: al-Usra al-Ḥadītha Namūdhajan” (Secularism Criti-
cised from an Ethics Perspective in theWork of Taha Abderrahmane and Talal
Asad: TheModern Family in Focus), AbdelmounimChoqairi, like El-Yousfi and
Brahimi in the previous chapters, applies a number of trusteeship conceptual
apparatuses to the case of the modern family and how it has evolved in the
modern, secular-liberal context. First, Choqairi presents the similarities and
differences in the approaches of Talal Asad and Taha Abderrahmane towards
the secular, before he chooses to centralize their shared use of the secular, i.e.
the secular as an epistemological worldview in opposition to, or at least in
competition with, the religious epistemical worldview. Afterwards, he makes
the anthropological critique of the secular and its effect on the family in the
work of Asad speak to the theoretical advances of Abderrahmane on the same
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theme, family. While Asad explains that the rationalization of ethics through
modern secular laws ended the positive mediation capacities of religion and
religious authorities in society for themaintenance of family coherence and its
rationale, Abderrahmaneproposes a return to the religious ethos to reclaim the
family per se, sincewithout ethics in the nucleus of society—i.e. family—there
could be no ethics at the social and societal level. Family is themirror of society
and its situation.With the globalization of themarket, and the privatization of
ethics, family too has been privatized and in such a process what used to be
a public matter—i.e. the family—is no longer so. The family has fallen prey to
the epistemology of the secular and to the secularization process, driven by the
global utilitarian market. The three principles of magnanimity, happiness and
obligation, that are supposed to govern family ethics, have given way to ration-
alized, privatized and market-oriented ethics defended by global markets and
international institutions for this purpose. Choqairi presents various principles
of the trusteeshipparadigmas a correctionmeans to the loss of family harmony
and ethics to the secularized market-oriented ethics, but wonders at the end if
these principles, rooted in spirituality, will be able to face this growing chal-
lenge successfully.
Hicham El Makki introduces us to the field of the mass media and commu-

nication and how the trusteeship paradigm engages with it in chapter twelve,
“al-Iʾtimāniyya fīMajāl al-Iʿlāmwa-l-Ittiṣāl: al-Imkānātwa-l-Ḥudūd” (TheTrust-
eeship Thought Applied to Media and Communication: Scope and Limita-
tions). Like Ourya in his chapter, El Makki first shows how Abderrahmane
grapples with the major literature in the field of the media, and introduces
trusteeship as a correcting ethical outlet for the current and future crises of
this unprecedented age of technology and communication. In doing so El
Makki then reminds us of Abderrahmane’s proposal of the “trusteeship con-
tract” instead of the common “social contract.” This proposal is based on three
major trusteeship guidelines: philosophic, juristic, and educational. The “trust-
eeship educator”, or “al-faqīh al-iʾtimānī,” plays a major role in guiding indi-
viduals and society for the achievement of ethical awareness in treading the
over-technologized andmediatizedmodern world. Finally, the author outlines
a number of limitations as well as potential energy of the trusteeship paradigm
in the field of the mass media. For example, he says that Abderrahmane, while
showing profound familiarity with major schools and texts on the media the-
ories, he still misses engaging with some, especially the ones widespread in the
Anglo-Saxon world and literature. El Makki also states that while the logical
argumentation of Abderrahmane may be too abstract and hard to penetrate
and engagewith, his trusteeship paradigm as applied to theworld of themedia
is innovative and can open up new spaces of creativity in the field.
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Assia Chekireb contributes the closing chapter, thirteen, “al-Ḥiwār bayna
al-Iʾtimāniyya wa-l-Akhlāq al-ʿĀlamiyya: Muqāraba TaḥlīliyyaMuqārana” (Dia-
logue between The Trusteeship Theory and Global Ethics: A Comparative
Approach) in comparative studies in the fields of religious dialogue, pluralism,
and global ethics. Chekireb brings Hans Küng (b. 1928) and Taha Abderrah-
mane to the same table for discussion. After presenting their similar major
views on dialogue and shared humanity among religious, philosophical and
moral worldviews, and their critique of the limitations of modern human
reason and the Enlightenment project, she goes on to trace out the differences
between the two philosophers. She spends some time recalling the interna-
tionally acclaimed work of Küng on “global ethics” thesis and manifesto, and
the major ideas he defends here, i.e. the defence of possible shared ethics,
based on the “golden rule” found in world religions, for the formation of world
peace, solidarity, tolerance and social justice. According toChekireb,Küngdoes
not see that religion or religions alone, let alone one religion, can solve major
human problems. On the other hand, in introducing the trusteeship paradigm
of Abderrahmane, she introduces critique of Küng’s thesis. Abderrahmane is
critical of Küng’s thesis of “global ethics” for onemajor reason: the latter divests
these ethics of their religious origins, and, subsequently, from their rooted-
ness in practice. Global ethics remain abstract unless tested in practice, and
they cannot be tested in practice since they require genuine ethos that is truly
practiced, hence the need for religion, especially divinely-revealed religion for
genuine global ethics, according to Abderrahmane. Put differently, the trustee-
ship paradigm proposes practical spiritual concepts for ethical renewal, or else
the global ethics thesis remains a rhetoric, a discourse void of substance, like
abstract ethics and abstract reason. In her conclusion Chekireb also wonders,
like Choqairi in the previous chapter, whether the trusteeship concepts could
be effective in such a challenging, globalized and gradually secularized world.
These interdisciplinary excavations into the scope and limitations of the

trusteeship paradigm leave us with three major notes, with which we con-
clude. First, the paradigm is a remarkable field of intellectual energy in the
Arab-Islamic domain, and we, the editors, are happy to have managed to bring
together anumberof scholars and researchers fromaround theworld todiscuss
it fromdifferent angles. Second, trusteeship critique engageswithArab-Islamic
classical andmodern scholarship, and does so toowith Graeco-Euro-American
scholarship. Certainly, it is ambitious and confident, maybe too confident, in
critiquing all of it. The merit of this volume has been to show such claim of
innovative critique and its limitations. Being the first volume that opens such
a door in comparative scholarship, we hope to see more of the kind to be pro-
duced, and we do not doubt that such a project will meet more critical eyes
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in the future. We finally note that such eyes should pay attention to at least
two major fields that this volume has not covered in approaching the trust-
eeship paradigm, i.e. logic, and the philosophy of language. These two fields
of research would give more insight into why and how Taha Abderrahmane,
a staunch defender of philosophy, reason as well as divinely inspired ethics, is
very critical of the current phase of modernity.
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